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An Examination of the Role of Non-State

Actors in International Conflict Resolution

Adewale Adepoju PhD & Adelekun Isaac Abiodun

Abstract

The aim of this paper is to provide a comprehensive examination of the role of non- state
actors in international conflict resolution. The paper seeks to explore the potential
contributions of non-state actors, such as NGOs, religious groups, and civil society
organizations, in resolving conflicts at the international stage. The study also aims to
investigate the challenges faced by non-state actors, which include limited resources, lack
of recognition from states, and difficulties in accessing conflict zones. Furthermore, the
paper seeks to explore the potential for non-state actors to play a more prominent role in
international conflict resolution in the future, and how their participation could alter the
traditional state-centric approach to conflict resolution. It explores how the changing
nature of international relations, with the increasing importance of non-state actors,
could alter the traditional state-centric approach to conflict resolution. The study argues
that non-state actors can bring unique perspectives, resources, and approaches to
resolving conflicts, leading to more effective and sustainable solutions. The paper's
qualitative research methodology draws on a variety of primary and secondary sources,
including academic literature, reports, news articles, and the author's field experience
and observations working with non-state actors in conflict resolution. Overall, the paper
aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the role of non-state actors in
international conflict resolution and their potential contributions to achieving more

effective and sustainable solutions.

Key words: Non-State Actors, International Conflicts Resolution, NGOs, Civil

society organizations



Introduction
ON-STATE ACTORS ARE ACTORS THAT OPERATE OUT-SIDE OF
THE REALM of traditional state-based actors in international relations
(Ataman, 2003). These actors can be categorized into two groups:
transnational and subnational (Akpan, 2011). Transnational non-state actors
include international organizations, multinational corporations, and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), while subnational non-state actors include
religious groups, ethnic minorities, and civil society organizations (Ataman,

2003).

International organizations, such as the United Nations and the World
Trade Organization, have emerged as prominent transnational non-state actors
in global politics (Olajide et al., 2022). These organizations often act as mediators
in international conflicts and play a significant role in shaping international norms
and policies. Multinational corporations, on the other hand, have increasingly
become involved in global governance through their economic influence and
lobbying efforts (Ataman, 2003). NGOs, such as Amnesty International and
Doctors Without Borders, play a crucial role in conflict resolution by providing
humanitarian aid and advocating for human rights.

Subnational non-state actors, such as religious groups, ethnic minorities,
and civil society organizations, also play a significant role in conflict resolution
(Thomas, 2005). Religious groups often provide moral guidance and support for
those affected by conflict, while ethnic minorities can act as mediators between
conflicting parties. Civil society organizations, including labor unions and
environmental groups, can also play an active role in conflict resolution by
advocating for peaceful and sustainable solutions.

Non-state actors, such as international organizations, NGOs, and civil
society groups, have become increasingly important players in the resolution of
international conflicts. The traditional paradigm of state-centric international
relations has given way to a more complex and multi-faceted understanding of the
actors and processes involved in global politics (Karns & Mingst, 2004). Non- state
actors have emerged as key players in this new paradigm, and their contributions
to the resolution of international conflicts have been widely acknowledged by
scholars and practitioners alike (Ramsbotham et al., 2011).

One of the key ways in which non-state actors contribute to the resolution
of international conflicts is through the provision of humanitarian aid.
International organizations such as the United Nations, the International



Committee of the Red Cross, and Medecins Sans Frontieres, among others,
provide vital aid to individuals and communities affected by conflict. This aid can
include food, medical supplies, and shelter, and it can play a critical role in saving
lives and improving the well-being of those affected by conflict (Zurcher, 2018).

Another important contribution of non-state actors is their ability to
promote dialogue and act as intermediaries between states and other actors. NGOs
and civil society groups often have extensive networks and relationships within
the communities affected by conflict, and they can use these relationships to
facilitate dialogue and negotiation between conflicting parties. They can also act
as intermediaries between states and other actors, and can help to build trust and
understanding between them (Karns & Mingst, 2004).

Non-state actors can also play important roles in post-conflict
reconstruction and peacebuilding. They can provide critical support to the
rebuilding of social and economic infrastructure, and can also play important roles
in promoting reconciliation, justice, and human rights. They can also help to
establish democratic institutions and processes and can assist in the development
of civil society (Ramsbotham, et al., 2011).

In other words, non-state actors, such as international organizations,
NGOs, and civil society groups, have become increasingly important players in
the resolution of international conflicts. They have the ability to provide
humanitarian aid, promote dialogue, and act as intermediaries between states and
other actors. Their contributions to conflict resolution are varied and can be
critical in resolving disputes and creating lasting peace (Ramsbotham, et al.,
2011).

This paper is divided into six sections. The first section comprises the
introduction and the research methodology of the paper. Section two appraises the
types of non-state actors. Section three analyses the multifaceted roles of non- state
actors in international conflict resolution. Section four crucially examines the
challenges faced by non-state actors, which limit their effectiveness in executing
these roles at the international level. Section five explicates the future of non-state
actors in international conflict resolution. The last section is the conclusion of the
paper with viable recommendations for rejiggering the effectiveness of non-state
actors in executing their roles in conflict resolution at the global stage.



Research Methodology

The research methodology used in this study is a qualitative analysis of case
studies of international conflicts in which non-state actors have played a
significant role in the resolution. The case studies are chosen based on their
relevance to the research question and their ability to provide insight into the
contributions of non-state actors in conflict resolution. The analysis also includes
a review of relevant literature on the topic.

Types of Non-State Actors

Non-state actors are organizations or groups that are not directly affiliated with or
controlled by a government. They play an increasingly important role in
international relations, and can include a wide range of actors, including non-
governmental organizations (NGOs), religious groups, and civil society
organizations.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) are a specific type of non-state
actor that are defined used too often by their non-profit, non-governmental status
(Mccarthy, 2017). These organizations can be involved in a wide range of
activities, including humanitarian aid, human rights advocacy, and environmental
protection. They are typically independent of government control, and are often
funded by donations from individuals, foundations, or other organizations. NGOs
can be local, national, or international in scope, and can play important roles in
both conflict resolution and peacebuilding (Ryfman, 2007).

According to Pugh & Wignaraja (2017), religious groups and civil society
organizations are also considered to be non-state actors. Religious groups, such as
churches and religious charities, can play important roles in providing
humanitarian aid and promoting peace and reconciliation. Pearlman and
Cunningham (2012) were of the opinion that non-state actors can also act as
mediators and facilitators of dialogue between conflicting parties.

Civil society organizations, such as labor unions, professional associations,
and advocacy groups, can also play important roles in the resolution of
international conflicts. They can provide important support to civil society, and
can also advocate for political, economic, and social reforms that can help to
address the root causes of conflict (Kaldor, 2003).

Each type of non-state actor can play different roles and make different
contributions to the resolution of international conflicts. NGOs, for example, are



often involved in providing humanitarian aid and promoting human rights, while
religious groups and civil society organizations may focus more on promoting
dialogue and peacebuilding (Pearlman & Cunningham, 2012). However, not all
non-state actors play a positive role in the resolution of conflicts and some may
actually fuel the conflicts (Hawks, 2018). It is important to analyze the potential
impact of the non-state actors before engaging in any collaboration with them.

Role of Non-State Actors in International Conflict Resolution

One of the key ways in which non-state actors contribute to the resolution
of international conflicts is through the provision of humanitarian aid.
International organizations such as the International Committee of the Red Cross
(1863), the United Nations (1945) and Medecins Sans Frontieres (1971), among
others, provide vital aid to individuals and communities affected by conflict.
Okello (2015) posited that the aid provided by non-state actors can include food,
medical supplies, and shelter, and it can play a critical role in saving lives and
improving the well-being of those affected by conflict. For example, during the
civil war in Syria, many international organizations provided humanitarian aid to
the affected population, which helped to alleviate the suffering of millions of
people.

Another important contribution of non-state actors is their ability to
promote dialogue and act as intermediaries between states and other actors. NGOs
and civil society groups often have extensive networks and relationships within
the communities affected by conflict, and they can use these relationships to
facilitate dialogue and negotiation between conflicting parties. They can also act
as intermediaries between states and other actors, and can help to build trust and
understanding between them (Doh, 2016). For example, during the peace talks in
Colombia, civil society organizations played a key role in bringing the
government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia rebel group
together and facilitating the peace negotiations.

Non-state actors can also play important roles in post-conflict
reconstruction and peacebuilding. They can provide critical support to the
rebuilding of social and economic infrastructure, and can also play important roles
in promoting reconciliation, justice, and human rights. They can also help to
establish democratic institutions and processes and can assist in the development
of civil society (Liesbet & Gary, 2003). For example, after the end of



the civil war in Sierra Leone, NGOs played a key role in supporting the
reconstruction of infrastructure and promoting reconciliation and justice.

Another important role played by non-state actors in international
conflict resolution is through advocacy and lobbying. NGOs, civil society
organizations, and other non-state actors often have expertise and knowledge on
specific issues related to conflicts and can use that knowledge to advocate for
policies and actions that can contribute to the resolution of conflicts (Ataman,
2003). For example, Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch are two
NGOs that are known for their advocacy and lobbying efforts to promote human
rights and hold governments accountable for violations.

Additionally, non-state actors can also play a key role in monitoring and
reporting on human rights abuses and other forms of violations during conflicts.
They can provide valuable information to the international community and can
help to hold governments and other actors accountable for their actions (Scholte,
2000). For example, during the civil war in Bosnia, the International Criminal
Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was established with the support of
non-state actors such as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch, who
provided information and evidence on war crimes and crimes against humanity
committed during the conflict.

Furthermore, non-state actors can also play a significant role in
promoting and supporting the participation of civil society in conflict resolution
and peacebuilding processes (Carothers, 2002). They can provide training,
resources, and support to community-based organizations, allowing them to play
a more active role in peacebuilding efforts. For example, during the peace talks in
South Sudan, civil society organizations were able to participate in the peace
negotiations and played a critical role in the development of the final peace
agreement.

Additionally, non-state actors can also play a key role in promoting and
supporting the participation of marginalized and underrepresented groups in
conflict resolution and peacebuilding processes. These groups may include
women, children, ethnic and religious minorities, and people with disabilities,
among others (Karns & Mingst, 2004). Non-state actors can provide them with
the necessary resources, training, and support to participate in peace negotiations
and peacebuilding efforts, and to ensure that their voices and concerns are heard
and addressed. For example, during the peace talks in Sudan, civil society
organizations representing women and ethnic minorities played a key role in the



negotiations, and their participation was critical in ensuring that their rights and
interests were protected in the final peace agreement.

Another important role played by non-state actors in international
conflict resolution is through the provision of technical expertise and capacity-
building. International organizations, NGOs, and other non-state actors often have
specialized expertise and skills in areas such as governance, security, and
economic development, which can be critical for resolving conflicts and building
sustainable peace (Pugh & Wignaraja, 2017). For example, the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank often provide technical assistance and
capacity-building to countries that are recovering from conflict, in order to help
them to stabilize their economies and to promote sustainable development.

Furthermore, non-state actors can also play a key role in fostering and
promoting a culture of peace and nonviolence. They can work to raise awareness
about the causes and consequences of conflict, and can promote alternative
approaches to resolving disputes, such as nonviolent conflict resolution, peace
education, and conflict transformation (Akpan, 2011). For example, the Toda
Institute for Global Peace and Policy Research works to promote a culture of
peace through research, education and policy advocacy.

Non-state actors play a multifaceted role in international conflict
resolution. They can provide humanitarian aid, promote dialogue, act as
intermediaries, advocate for policies and actions, monitor and report on human
rights abuses, and support the participation of civil society. Their contributions to
the resolution of international conflicts are varied and can be critical in resolving
disputes and creating lasting peace.

Challenges faced by Non-State Actors

Despite their growing importance in international conflict resolution, non-state
actors often face a number of significant challenges that can limit their
effectiveness. These challenges can include limited resources, lack of recognition,
and difficulties in gaining access to conflict zones. One of the major challenges
faced by non-state actors is limited resources. Many NGOs, civil society
organizations, and other non-state actors are dependent on funding from donors,
which can be uncertain and limited. This can make it difficult for these actors to
plan and implement long-term programs, and can also limit their ability to respond
quickly to changing circumstances (Clapham, 2016). For example, the Syrian
Civil War has affected 12 million people and many NGOs were struggling



to provide humanitarian aid to all the affected population due to limited resources
and funding.

Another challenge faced by non-state actors is a lack of recognition by
governments and other actors. Many non-state actors are not officially recognized
by governments, and may not have legal status or access to government resources.
This can make it difficult for them to operate effectively and can limit their ability
to engage with governments and other actors (Zurcher, 2018). For example, in
some countries, civil society organizations are not officially recognized and are
not allowed to operate freely, which makes it difficult for them to engage in
peacebuilding efforts.

Non-state actors also face difficulties in gaining access to conflict zones.
Many conflict zones are dangerous and difficult to access, and non-state actors
may face significant security risks. This can make it difficult for them to provide
humanitarian aid, promote dialogue, and act as intermediaries between states and
other actors (Pugh & Wignaraja, 2017). For example, during the civil war in
Yemen, many NGOs were not able to access the conflict zones and provide
humanitarian aid to the affected population due to the high level of insecurity and
the risk of attacks.

Another challenge faced by non-state actors is the lack of coordination
and cooperation among them. Non-state actors often operate independently and
may have different priorities and agendas, which can make it difficult for them to
work together effectively (Scholte, 2000). This lack of coordination can lead to
duplication of efforts, a lack of accountability, and a lack of consistency in their
approaches to conflict resolution. For example, during the Syrian Civil War, many
NGOs were providing aid and services to the same population, but their efforts
were not coordinated, which led to inefficiencies and a lack of accountability.

Another challenge faced by non-state actors is the lack of political will
and support from governments and other actors. Many governments and other
actors are not fully committed to the peace process and may not support the work
of non-state actors (Carothers, 2002). This lack of political will can make it
difficult for non-state actors to engage with governments and other actors, and can
also limit their ability to contribute to the resolution of conflicts. For example,
during the peace talks in Afghanistan, many civil society organizations were not
able to participate in the peace negotiations, as the government was not fully
committed to the peace process.



Moreover, non-state actors may also face challenges related to their
legitimacy, credibility, and accountability. They may not be perceived as
legitimate or credible by the parties to the conflict, which can limit their ability to
act as intermediaries or to influence the peace process. Additionally, non-state
actors may also face challenges related to their accountability, as they may not be
subject to the same standards of transparency and governance as governments and
other actors (Keck & Sikkink, 1998). For example, during the civil war in Bosnia,
the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) was
established with the support of non-state actors such as Amnesty International and
Human Rights Watch, but some of the parties to the conflict did not perceive the
tribunal as legitimate or credible.

The challenges faced by non-state actors can have significant
implications for their effectiveness in resolving conflicts. Limited resources can
make it difficult for non-state actors to plan and implement long-term programs,
while lack of recognition and difficulties in gaining access to conflict zones can
limit their ability to engage with governments and other actors. These challenges
can make it difficult for non-state actors to provide humanitarian aid, promote
dialogue, and act as intermediaries between states and other actors, and can also
limit their ability to contribute to post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding.

The Future of Non-State Actors in Conflict Resolution

The changing nature of international relations and the increasing importance of
non-state actors in international conflict resolution is leading to a shift in the way
that conflicts are resolved. As the traditional state-centric approach to conflict
resolution is being challenged, non-state actors are becoming more prominent and
are playing a greater role in the resolution of international conflicts. The
increasing importance of non-state actors in international conflict resolution is
driven by several factors. These factors include the globalization of the world
economy and the growing interconnectedness of societies, which have given rise
to complex transnational issues that cannot be addressed by states alone.

One of the key factors is the increasing interconnectedness and
interdependence of the world, which is leading to a greater role for non-state
actors in shaping global affairs (Scholte, 2000). Additionally, the changing nature
of conflicts, with an increasing number of non-state actors and non-traditional
security threats, is leading to a greater role for non-state actors in addressing these
challenges (Pugh & Wignaraja, 2017).



The potential for non-state actors to play a more prominent role in
international conflict resolution is significant. They have the ability to provide
humanitarian aid, promote dialogue, and act as intermediaries between states and
other actors, and can also play important roles in post-conflict reconstruction and
peacebuilding. Furthermore, non-state actors can provide important expertise and
knowledge on specific issues related to conflicts and can use that knowledge to
advocate for policies and actions that can contribute to the resolution of conflicts
(Marchetti, 2019).

The shift towards a more prominent role for non-state actors in
international conflict resolution has implications for the traditional state-centric
approach to conflict resolution. It challenges the traditional view of states as the
primary actors in international relations and suggests that non-state actors can also
play a significant role in shaping global affairs. This shift also has implications for
the way that conflicts are resolved, as non-state actors can bring different
perspectives, resources, and approaches to conflict resolution, which can
complement and enhance the traditional state-centric approach (Liesbet & Gray,
2003).

The increasing role of non-state actors in international conflict resolution
also has implications for the way that international organizations and institutions
are structured and operate. As non-state actors become more prominent,
international organizations and institutions may need to adapt and evolve to better
engage and work with non-state actors (Marchetti, 2019). This may include
changes to the way that international organizations and institutions are funded,
governed, and staffed, as well as changes to their mandate and operations.

The future of non-state actors in conflict resolution is promising, as they
are becoming increasingly important players in the resolution of international
conflicts. The changing nature of international relations and the increasing
interconnectedness and interdependence of the world is leading to a greater role
for non-state actors in shaping global affairs. The potential for non-state actors to
play a more prominent role in international conflict resolution is significant and
has implications for the traditional state-centric approach to conflict resolution, as
well as for the way that international organizations and institutions are structured
and operate.



Conclusion

This paper has shown that non-state actors play a multifaceted role in international
conflict resolution, including providing humanitarian aid, promoting dialogue,
acting as intermediaries, advocating for policies and actions, monitoring and
reporting on human rights abuses, supporting the participation of civil society,
marginalized groups, providing technical expertise and capacity- building, and
fostering and promoting a culture of peace and nonviolence. These contributions
to the resolution of international conflicts are varied and can be critical in
resolving disputes and creating lasting peace.

However, the research also highlighted the challenges faced by non-state
actors in international conflict resolution. These challenges include limited
resources, lack of recognition, difficulties in gaining access to conflict zones, lack
of coordination and cooperation, lack of political will and support, lack of
legitimacy, credibility, and accountability. These challenges can limit the
effectiveness of non-state actors in resolving conflicts and can make it difficult for
them to provide humanitarian aid, promote dialogue, act as intermediaries, and
contribute to post-conflict reconstruction and peacebuilding.

The paper has significant implications for understanding the role of non-
state actors in international conflicts resolution. It highlights the importance of
non-state actors in international conflicts resolution and the potential for them

to play a more prominent role in shaping global affairs. Additionally, the research
also emphasizes the need to better understand and address the challenges faced
by non-state actors, in order to enhance their effectiveness in resolving conflicts.

Based on the findings of this research, it is suggested that non-state actors
should focus on building strong partnerships and collaborations with state actors,
such as governments and international organizations. This can involve working
closely with these actors to ensure that their efforts are aligned with broader
conflict resolution goals, as well as leveraging state resources and support to
achieve more significant impact.

Secondly, non-state actors should prioritize building trust and credibility
with local communities and stakeholders affected by conflict. This can involve
engaging in grassroots efforts to understand the needs and perspectives of these
communities, as well as building relationships with local leaders and
organizations.

Thirdly, non-state actors should prioritize sustainability in their conflict
resolution efforts. This can involve developing long-term solutions that address



the root causes of conflict and prevent future violence, as well as engaging in
efforts to promote social and economic development in conflict-affected areas.
Finally, non-state actors should prioritize learning and adaptation in their conflict
resolution efforts. This can involve reflecting on past experiences, engaging in
ongoing evaluation and monitoring of their efforts, and being open to feedback
and new approaches to conflict resolution.
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